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Talent show is a popular cultural phenomenon, which has been studied from 
many aspects, such as the social, media aspects. Today we will study it from linguistic 
perspective. This thesis aims to attest a hypothesis: the power relations among the 
participants of talent show are distributed asymmetrically. 
The hypothesis is attested from three main aspects: (1) As a social activity, the 
participants observe a certain generic structure to achieve positive social purpose; (2) 
The two parties take different turn-taking methods in their conversations, which are 
index of power; (3) there are several societal, cultural and psychological factors which 
influence the formation of inequality of power. 
Three theories are applied in the present study. The genre theory and conversation 
analysis theory are used as analytical framework to study the structural features and 
conversational features of talent show talk. The Critical Discourse Analysis is used as 
the theoretical framework to explain how the institutional and societal factors 
influence the power relation among the speakers through language choices in talent 
show talk. 
The data in present study are transcripts of American Idol broadcast in Season 
Seven in 2007. The author downloads the video from the Internet and then transcribes 
them into text according to transcribing conventions. The transcriptions consist of 
9232 English words, and they are mainly examined by qualitative and quantitative 
method.  
The study shows that there are seven functional stages which are organized as the 
sequence as below: (Opening) ^ Identification ^Comments ⁿ ^Feedback ⁿ (Advice) 
Result Exposure ^Closing^. The participants achieve the final goals through such a 
formula. The commentators control more power in the conversation than the 
contestants. The commentators can use three or four stages to exert power on 
contestants, while the contestants can only use one stage of “feedback” to express their 
ideas. 
 The commentators control the turns by a lot of strategies, such as questions and 

















conversely, the contestants are in a less powerful position, because they seldom have 
chance to initiate a conversation, ask commentators questions, interrupt and they have 
to keep their participation in conversation by answering questions passively. 
The two main causes of this phenomenon are the institutional nature of talent 
show conversation and its entertainment and commerce-oriented nature.  
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1. The Rationale of Present Study 
TV talent show programme is a new name in modern world. According to the 
Merriam Webster Dictionary (1999:1124), talent show is a show consisting of a series 
of performances by amateurs who may be selected for special recognition as 
performers. The main aim of talent show is to select excellent performer from a sea of 
contestants. The show is often broadcasted on TV for entertainment, and it’s quite 
popular nowadays since it provides ordinary people a possible way to be a star. Talent 
show is the performance spectacle (sometimes on television) where contestants 
perform acting, singing, dancing, acrobatics, and other art forms. Talent shows have 
been around since the 14th century, and the very early known works include 
Shakespeare plays held in courtyards for the community to enjoy. In recent times, 
talent shows have become a notable genre of television programme. Shows such as 
Pop Idol, American Idol, The X Factor, Britain’s Got Talent have become very 
popular, and some participants have become famous as a result. The data we analyze in 
the present study is collected from American Idol, which is a typical form of modern 
talent show and firstly appeared in America in 2001, which has become more and 
more popular during the last 8 years, and attracted a great attention from the audience 
all over the world. It also has a strong influence in the world, for there are many talent 
show programmes appear afterwards in China, Japan, and England and other countries. 
Although it’s always shown on TV, it’s quite different from the TV talk show 
which has been studied over and over from linguistic aspect. It shares some similarities 
with job interview conversation to some sense, because both of these two 
conversations have the same aim, that is, to make a selection among those contestants 
based on their performances. 
As a popular cultural phenomenon, talent show talk has attracted great attention, 
and has been studied from many aspects, such as the social, cultural aspects, and so on. 
But it has not been studied from the perspective of linguistics. The conversation in 
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power relations in it from structural and conversational analysis of participants’ 
conversation.    
The main analytical method I use in the present study is Genre Analysis and 
Conversation Analysis (CA). As it’s defined above, talent show is a distinctive genre 
of social activity. The participants of talent show talk observe certain rules or patterns 
and finally achieve some communicative goals, so we take the genre theory to analyze 
its structural features as a distinctive genre. On the other hand, CA is one of the key 
methodological approaches to the study of verbal interaction, and analytically CA is 
the best way to understand communicative activities. (Woffitt, 2005:1). To make this 
study, we have to solve several problems listed in next section and finally get some 
practical suggestions to the future study. 
 
2. The Research Questions 
The following piece of data is a fragment of conversation between Jessica, an 
amateur singer who wants to become a professional one, and three commentators, 
Paula, Simon and Randy. In each extract, the name of contestant will be shown as C1, 
C2, C3… and Cn. Here C1 refers to Jessica. 
The transcription conventions used in this extract are: 
The letter “L” means “line”. 
L3: (.) means a very short pause, ordinarily less than 1/2 of a second; 
L4: Good means an emphatic tone; 
L7: Ye:::s means a stretching of a sound  
L14: [Nice] means when Simon speak this word his utterance overlaps with  
L 15’s [thank].  
Extract [1]:  [Texas 2007] 
L1  Simon:    Hi Jessica. 
L2  C1   :    Hi how are you all? 
L3  Paula :    Good (.) How are you feeling 
L4   C1  :    Good: anxious 
L5  Randy:    Welcome to idol season seven Dallas Texas 
L6            Yeah Jessica Brown 24 years old from Longview Texas? 
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